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In the following, the marketing literature on interaction process analysis will be briefly 
reviewed. Then the two coding systems will be explained. Then we will describe the empirical 




2.1. Interaction process analysis 
                                                 
    2 At this moment only data regarding the pattern of the advice process have been analysed. 
 Data analysis concerning the sequence of the advice interaction is nearly finished and  will 
be presented on the EIASM workshop as well  
A large set of methods for describing interactive communication processes are available in 
literature (for an overview see Rogers and Farace, 1975). The existing interaction schemes are 
generally concerned with content-oriented or relational-oriented types of analysis (Soldow and 
Thomas, 1984). Relational analysis looks at communication aspects that define the nature of the 
relationship between the interactors (Soldow and Thomas, 1984). It has been argued by Soldow 
and Thomas that studying the content level of messages only, will not provide a complete 
picture of the actual communication process. Therefore, research should investigate content 
aspects of communication in combination with relational aspects. Although we support this 
statement in general, we acknowledge that the body of existing marketing research concerning 
the content dimension of communication, has largely neglected to look at the service encounter. 
So far, an important gap exists in service literature regarding knowledge of the personal 
interaction content. Therefore, the particular aim in the present study is to investigate joint-




From the number of category schemes concerned with interaction type, the coding scheme of 
Bales has been one of the systems most frequently used in personal selling contexts (Angelmar 
and Stern 1978). Although criticized for its deficiency of communication categories including 
instrumental behavior like promises and threats (McGrath and Julian 1963), Bales method is 
praised in the literature for its high classification objectivity and conceptual structure (Rogers 
and Farace 1975). The latter is stated to be appropriate in those selling contexts in which social 
interaction theoretically can be viewed as a form of problem-solving, more than as a form of 
conflict resolution (Angelmar and Stern 1978). 
 
Bales system for coding interaction behavior consists of twelve categories, used to classify 
dyadic behavior on an act by act basis. These observational categories refer to task-oriented 
problems (e.g. information needed for problem-solving) on the one hand and socii emotional-
oriented problems (e.g. expressions of source characteristics) on the other. The first problems 
are dealt with primarily by the expression of attempted answers and questions, the latter are 
handled basically by the expression of positive and negative reactions (Bales 1950, Rogers and 
Farace 1975, Angelmar and Stern 1978).  
According to Bales theory, the sequence of the dyadic interactions have the following order: a) 
problems of orientation, b) problems of evaluation, c) problems of control,  
d) problems of decision, e) problems of tension-management, f) problems of integration.   
 
In modern 'decision-making' literature the phases in problem-solving are generally described as 
a) problem recognition  
b) search 
c) alternative evaluation 
d) choice 
e) outcomes 
(Engel, Blackwell and Kollat, 1978)   
 
These phases form the bases of the consultative selling approach.  
 
2.3. Consultative selling 
According to Picarelli (1989) the phases in the consultative selling approach are,   
1) establish rapport and confirm objectives 
2) probe for information and listen for/determine clients' needs 
3) present program 
4) resolve objections, close the sale or establish next steps 
 
Granger (1988), Hubbard (1988) and Creeth (1989) also distinguished sub-phases in consultati-
ve selling; in line with Picarelli (1989) we choose for the four main-phases.  
In the consultative selling approach it is required from the consultant to help clients to improve 
their profits, instead of persuading them to purchase products and services (Hanan, 1988). The 
emphasis in consultative selling is on determining the specific needs of the client. Based on 
these needs, suggestions or solutions are presented. We assume that these aspects also appear in 
the mortgage advice process. Therefore, the consultative selling approach should be useful in 
the advice interaction, for both the advisor and the client.  
 
In the research project, both approaches (the Bales and the Consultative selling approach) are 
being followed.  
 
3. Empirical research 
 
3.1. Study  
The study was conducted by direct observations in a natural advice setting. In total, 142 
conversations were observed. 96 Conversations recorded, only involved pure information 
transfer and were excluded from the analysis. 46 Conversations involved advice settings, they 
were observed and coded. They were all distributed over four mortgage mediators in the region 
of Rotterdam and Amsterdam in the Netherlands. Together, these 46 conversations refer to 26 
interactions or clients3. An interaction is defined as the number of successive conversations 
between client and advisor necessary to finish the advice process e.g. including the clients 
request for an offering. A sample of respectively eight, six, eight and four clients of each of the 
four mortgage mediators is covered in the present analysis. The study observations were done in 
the period of march 22nd to october 11th 1990.  
Client-advisor conversations were recorded on tape first and then typed out. In this way, an 
integral and objective description of the actual interaction was obtained. In order to ensure a 




Based on the typed reproduction, each sentence/line of the advice interaction was coded using 
three types of categories: 
 
1) THE PERSON  
 who is the source of communication, the advisor or the client? 
2) THE KIND OF INTERACTION  
 using the twelve categories of Bales presented in Table 1 
3) THE CONTENT REGARDING MORTGAGE ASPECTS  
 using content-categories presented in Table 2 
 
Table 1   Bales categories 
                                                 
    3 In the present study, all coded interactions were successful, meaning that the client re
 quested for an offering  
    4 These background data, useful in secundary analysis, were related to the client, suppor ting 
materials as the computer progam and manuals, institutions named, the offering(s),  the final mortgage 
























5: see Table 
2.  
                                                 
    5 A qualitative study was conducted to identify relevant aspects that play a role in the 
 advice interaction process. Results of this inquiry were used to develop the present 
 coding system 
 
DEFINITION OF INTERACTION CATEGORIES 
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    6 Only categories that are expected to occur in a specific phase in the consultative selling 
  sequence are included. 
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7 (Table 8a). Apparently the second conversation occurred in a more 
pleasant atmosphere than the first. From table 8b we see that 'information concerning the 
mediation course' did not occur most often in the first conversation as we expected, but in the 
second conversation. Other findings in table 8b suggest that the first conversation was rather 
factual oriented, providing the client with information about mortgages, insurances and other 
product aspects.     
 
4. Discussion 
These first analyses reported here indicate that an advice interaction follows a problem-solving 
sequence only for a small part. The advisors in general start with providing information about 
mortgages to their clients and in the follow up conversation discuss costs and offerings. Within 
a general problem-solving approach, we would have expected more attention to the client 
wishes and needs. The amount of information provided by the client in the beginning of the 
advice interaction is only very limited. The second phase in which the client needs should be 
determined and information thereabout is gathered, is mostly restricted to 'collection of data 
concerning the client' and does not cover specific wishes of clients. Only one of the advisors 
seems to have probed to some degree for client wishes. Further analysis will provide more 
details on the hypotheses formulated.   
Apparently, most advice interactions do not follow an extensive problem-solving sequence, but 
a more hard-selling approach. 
         
  
                                                 
    7  For the few interactions that took place in three conversations, the 
   second and third conversation were considered as one in this analysis.    
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